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demonstrated the capability of America’s military power to the Soviets while attacking 

German industrial targets from multiple axes.  The squadron defended British and 

American bombers as they destroyed German V-1 and V-2 ballistic missile sites, thereby 

mitigating Hitler’s final opportunity for revenge on the civilian population of Britain.  

Their support against the V-weapons in Operation Crossbow addressed political concerns 

about civil defense in Britain.  As the air threat began to subside, the pilots of the 336th 

finished off the Luftwaffe on the ground with strafing attacks, at increased risk to 

themselves, to help guarantee its total destruction and Germany’s capitulation.  The 

squadron’s combat actions achieved Roosevelt’s political objectives of Germany First 

and the unconditional surrender of the Axis powers. 

 After picking up the official name and emblem of the Rocketeers while flying F-

80s at Andrews Field, the squadron deployed for combat operations in the F-86 in Korea 

from 1950-53, and in the F-4E in Vietnam from 1972-73.  The Rockets again deployed to 

Oman and Saudi Arabia in 1990.  Their actions in the Gulf War supported the American 

political objectives of an Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait, achieving security and stability 

in the Gulf, and protecting American lives.  The 336th also dissuaded Israeli military 

action through their employment in the Scud-hunt campaign.  Thanks to the squadron’s 

efforts, American political leaders were able to confidently assert that U.S. forces were 

accomplishing everything the Israelis would be capable of achieving through military 

action of their own.  Israel’s restraint in the face of Iraq’s attacks upheld the coalition 

with strong backing from western and Arab nations.  While the Rockets’ Scud-hunting 

mission was less significant tactically than its other strike missions against Iraqi 

infrastructure and fielded forces, its primary contribution was strategic; the Scud hunt 

directly attacked Saddam’s strategy to undermine the coalition through a political linkage 

to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

Airpower as a Political Instrument 

 The experience of the 336th Fighter Squadron reveals insights into the 

employment of airpower to achieve political aims.  First, because war itself springs from 

a political purpose,2 the very formation and organization of military units can be based 

not only on combat or organizational effectiveness, but on other political goals as well.  

                                                
2 Clausewitz, On War, 87. 
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Such were the unique circumstances for Number 133 and the other Eagle Squadrons in 

Britain.  The RAF could have opted to bring in American volunteers and disperse them 

throughout the existing British squadrons, as they had done previously during the Battle 

of Britain.  From an organizational efficiency perspective, that is probably what the RAF 

should have done.  The American volunteers were a rowdy group, and the Brits assigned 

specially-selected RAF intelligence officers and pilots to oversee and command the Eagle 

Squadrons initially.  Yet, the political value of these units was vastly more important, and 

the support they generated from an increasingly interested population in the United States 

addressed Winston Churchill’s objective of gaining American support for the war.  The 

fact that the Eagles were already involved in combat operations early in 1941 led to even 

more aviation cadet volunteers prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

Britain’s use of Number 133 Squadron both for direct military action and to draw 

American support demonstrated the importance of strategic audiences during a conflict 

and their effect on strategy.  These audiences which can influence strategy are varied and 

can be participants in the war or external observers.3  British historian Sir Michael 

Howard aptly described this concept, of which the Eagle Squadrons were a critical part: 

“The genius of Winston Churchill in 1940 was to devise a strategic narrative that not only 

inspired his own people, but enlisted the support of the United States: indeed, most of 

British military operations in the early years of the war were planned with an eye on that 

strategic audience.”4  In this instance, military activity was conducted in such a manner as 

to draw in an important ally.  In the case of the Russian shuttle bombing missions, 

airpower employed against Germany was also intended to send a twofold message to the 

Soviet leadership.  The squadron’s mission to Russia strengthened the cooperative 

alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union while also demonstrating 

America’s military superiority, which would become important for the nation’s political 

standing in post-war Europe.  While the squadron drew the Americans in during WWII, it 

acted to keep the Israelis out during the Gulf War.  The actions of the 336th in the Scud 

hunt were directed toward Israel as a strategic audience, in order to justify that nation’s 

                                                
3 Emile Simpson defined strategic audiences as “groups of people whom strategy seeks to convince of its 

narrative.”  He considered the concept distinct from Clausewitz’s notion of polarity—that strategic 

audiences were contained entirely within the two opposing sides.  Simpson, War from the Ground Up, 62. 
4 Sir Michael Howard’s introduction in: Simpson, Emile, War from the Ground Up, xvi. 
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restraint, thereby securing coalition unity.  Policy overrode tactical efficiency.  These 

strategic audiences explain the rationale for some of the squadron’s tasks more fully by 

showing the political impacts on actors other than the adversaries. 

 A second political consideration is that national leaders have often turned to 

airpower as an initial military option in international crises.  Prior to the Second World 

War, Roosevelt’s strategy was to contain Nazi expansionism from afar by increasing 

American aircraft production to bolster the French and British forces.  Despite the 

bureaucratic resistance and lengthy timetable for mobilization, the president looked to 

airpower as a first instrument in lending support.  Airpower is often the first military 

option considered because it is the only option available.  From a geographical 

standpoint, airpower was Germany’s only option to initiate an attack on Britain after her 

evacuation from Europe at Dunkirk.  The threat posed by the Luftwaffe and Britain’s 

need for pilots ensued, and a resulting solution was Charles Sweeny’s Eagle Squadron 

concept.  In the same manner, the air weapon provided the initial retort of the Allies in 

Europe after the American entry into the war. 

 After WWII, airpower proved an even more responsive instrument to requests 

from political leaders.  Following the squadron’s short-notice deployment in the Korean 

War, the 336th returned to Korea in the wake of the seizure of the American intelligence 

ship Pueblo on 23 January 1968.  The wing was alerted three days after the incident, and 

began moving personnel and resources the following day.  Within a week, three fighter 

squadrons were at Kunsan Air Base, Korea.  In response to the North Vietnamese Army’s 

1972 Easter Offensive, the 336th was alerted on 5 April and flew its first combat sortie in 

Vietnam nine days later.  When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait on 1 August 1990, 

President Bush phoned King Fahd of Saudi Arabia the very next day to offer him an F-15 

squadron.5  The 336th was alerted on 7 August and departed for Oman less than 48 hours 

later.  When it comes to providing military options for contingency operations, the 

immediate deployment of airpower is the norm rather than the exception. 

 Third, although airpower was tactically less effective against the missile threats 

during WWII and Desert Storm, it achieved the strategic effects necessary to counter the 

adversary’s strategy.  In 1944, Hitler’s strategy was to create the political pressure to 

                                                
5 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 321. 
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divert significant resources away from the primary theater of operations.  Churchill’s 

political challenge was to address domestic concerns while keeping focused on defeating 

the Germans.  Although air strikes did not halt the launches, they addressed the threat 

with the only means available to do so.  The political purpose of Operation Crossbow 

drove the continued bombing effort of the launch sites even after some of the air leaders, 

like Spaatz, questioned the allocation of sorties that could have attacked more militarily 

significant targets.  Addressing homeland vulnerabilities amid mounting civilian 

casualties remained a top priority for civilian officials, however, and airpower provided 

the only option until ground forces overtook the launch sites. 

 The squadron’s operations during Desert Storm were governed by similar logic.  

Yet, rather than allowing the state subjected to missile attacks to unleash its military, the 

Scud patrols allowed Israel to restrain from all military action.  The tactics of the Iraqi 

army posed the problem of finding and targeting mobile launchers.  The use of ground 

forces was again required to force the enemy out of missile range.  Like Spaatz in WWII, 

Schwarzkopf and Horner discounted the political value of the ballistic missiles, and had 

to make significant adjustments to the air plan to address those implications.  Despite the 

tactical dilemma of finding these ‘needles in a haystack,’ the political value of the strikes 

on fixed Scud targets and the airborne alerts remained the primary consideration.  The 

effort expended in pursuit of the Scuds was not the most efficient use of the F-15E, but it 

achieved the desired political effect.  Despite the relatively small number of casualties 

suffered, the pressure on Israeli leadership to respond to the Scud attacks was great.  The 

highest potential for an Israeli response was during the first week of the attacks.  Yet, 

Strike Eagles were already on patrol at that time, and restraint proved a prudent strategy 

for Israel.  The longer the Israelis refrained from responding to the missile attacks on 

their homeland, the greater the strategic advantage gained by Israel and the coalition, and 

the more reckless Saddam’s actions appeared to the entire world.  The efforts of the 

Rockets caused Saddam’s most viable political strategy to backfire. 

 A final consideration apparent in the 336th Fighter Squadron’s history is that 

there is no finality to military outcomes in war, whether achieved through airpower or 
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any other military means.6  After the First World War, Hitler ignited German aggression 

and instigated another global conflagration that brought Number 133 into existence.  

While Korea’s borders remain the same since 1953, North Korea’s potential nuclear and 

ballistic missile capabilities now threaten the region and beyond.  North Vietnam 

conquered the South in 1975, after America’s negotiated peace.  Saddam Hussein’s iron 

grip on power in Baghdad allowed him to claim victory in the Gulf War at home, and by 

the fall of 1992, an Iraqi television program was again claiming that “Kuwait was, is, and 

always will be, part of Iraq.”7  The 336th helped to finally silence Saddam in 2003, yet 

has since continued to deploy to the Middle East as a part of America’s ongoing effort to 

counter global terrorism. 

World-Famous Rocketeers 

 The story of the 336th Fighter Squadron is one of individuals united toward a 

common purpose in service to the nation.  In the process, those individuals formed 

something altogether new.  Some squadron members stand out in written histories for one 

reason or another, yet most do not.  They are a quiet majority: skillful yet modest; 

honorable but not honor-seeking; courageous but not rash.  Each one is essential in the 

making of a cohesive team, and each squadron member contributes to the unit’s morale, 

dedication, and fighting spirit.  The squadron, made up of individuals, and led by a good 

commander, becomes a source of identity and pride for Airmen as it fulfills the purposes 

of the nation. 

The analogy of a family is also appropriate.  Military service in general, and life 

in the squadron in particular are more than simply a job or a mission.  Today, the Rockets 

at Seymour Johnson AFB train to fight and win the nation’s wars with their brothers and 

sisters, as they have done at that base for over 60 years, and just as they have done since 

the days at Debden.  The character of war has changed significantly in that span of time.  

War is a human endeavor, however, and human nature is difficult, if not impossible to 

change.  Combatants experience the chance and violence of war on a personal level, but 

                                                
6 Clausewitz, On War, 80.   The authors of the Gulf War Air Power Survey also considered this point in: 

“Gulf War Air Power Survey Volume II: Part II, Effects and Effectiveness,” 379-381. 
7 “GWAPS Vol II: Part II,” 380. 
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the reasons for fighting can be more complex to grasp.8  Political ideas have surrounded 

the employment of the 336th Fighter Squadron throughout its history; yet, policies and 

strategies are complex notions and often out of mind when one is engaged in combat. 

Thinking about the reasons for fighting and thinking during the act of fighting are two 

very different activities.  If, as Clausewitz stated, “war should never be thought of as 

something autonomous but always as an instrument of policy,”9 those deeper reasons 

which give logic to war and violence must then lie in the realm of political philosophy.  

Military leaders must appreciate that perspective.  Yet, the warrior has little need for 

abstract thoughts when gunning an Me 109 on a wingman’s tail over Germany, or 

dodging SAMs and AAA while bombing a Scud missile site in western Iraq.  In these 

moments of combat, what remains is the enemy, the mission, your wingmen, your 

brothers and sisters, your squadron. 

For almost eighty years, and across four continents, the 336th Fighter Squadron 

has fulfilled its role in achieving national objectives in war, from Hitler’s ‘unconditional 

surrender’ to Saddam’s ‘unconditional withdrawal,’ and beyond.  More difficult to 

quantify, but no less certain is the measure of peace the Rockets’ contributions have also 

yielded for America and the world.  With the destructive capability of those great 

machines of war comes great responsibility for those who wield them.  Perhaps one day, 

mankind can achieve a position of strength such that he will not only lay down the sword, 

but will break it, as German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and others have suggested.10  

In 1957, a terminally ill John Godfrey closed his book on a similar note of hope: “perhaps 

my battles will bear fruit for [my children]—for a life without war, hate, despair and 

disease.”11  Such desires are no doubt expressed in the wake of every period of human 

conflict.  It is clear, however, that the common good of mankind must continue to be 

prudently defended.12  Today, the men and women of the World-Famous Rocketeers 

carry on that noble task.

                                                
8 The elements of violence, chance, and reason make up Clausewitz’s trinity that describes the nature of 

war.  Clausewitz, On War, 89. 
9 Clausewitz, 88, 605-607. 
10 J. Glenn Gray, The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 

1970), 225. 
11 Godfrey, The Look of Eagles, 245. 
12 Valpiani, “In Defense of the Common Good: Strategy, Ethics, and the Responsibilities of Command,” 

88. 
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